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A massacre of scores of Yanomami Indians in the state of Roraima deep in the heart of the Brazilian
Amazon jungle has focused international attention on the inability of the Brazilian government
to protect the Indians and prevent gold miners from illegally entering their lands. The massacre
occurred in the village of Hoximu in mid- August. The gold miners gunned the villagers down and
then set fire to the entire hamlet. Attorney General Aristides Junqueira, who visited the area, said
he plans to prosecute the killers for genocide. "Brazilian society must be held responsible for this
tragedy," said Junqueira. "What I saw on my inspection were horrifying scenes of a massacre." A
body count of the total number of persons killed has been complicated by the extreme isolation of
the site, and by some tribal traditions of the Yanomami. Interviews with survivors, however, indicate
that the death toll was 73 including 34 children and two pregnant women making it the largest
massacre of Indians in Brazil in this century. Although officials investigating the site found human
bones and large quantities of human ash, they found only one complete corpse. Investigators say
the assailants may have buried the bodies or thrown them into a nearby river. It is also possible
the remains were destroyed in ritual ceremonies by the surviving Yanomami. In reaction to news
of the massacre and the wave of national and international condemnation that followed, Federal
Police imposed restrictions on access to the region where the incident occurred. On Aug. 23,
officials from the US and Canadian embassies in Brazil flew to the area part of a 9.4 million hectare
reserve established in 1991 but were not allowed to get off the plane. Reporters from British and
French news agencies, and from the Miami Herald, said they were also barred from visiting the
site. On Aug. 23, President Itamar Franco convened a meeting of the National Defense Council
to discuss the situation of the Yanomami. Following the meeting, Franco ordered a Federal Police
investigation into the massacre and announced creation of a new Ministry on Amazon Affairs to
coordinate government actions in the region. Brazil's Ambassador to the US, Rubens Ricupero, was
appointed to head the new ministry. Franco also ordered the establishment of a special Federal
Police outpost at the Surucucu military base, located near the Yanomami reserve. The massacre
has focused international attention on a long-standing battle. On one side are the Yanomami and
those who are fighting to protect the Indians' rights and forest-based lifestyle. On the other side are
those sectors which seek to promote greater exploitation of the Amazon region, including miners,
politicians, developers, and the military. These sectors oppose the very existence of protected
Indian reserves, since the reserves are supposed to be off-limits to the military and to developers.
The encroachment of gold miners into their remote homeland beginning in the mid-1980's has
devastated the Yanomami, who currently number about 10,000 in Brazil and another 10,000 in
neighboring Venezuela. Since 1987, about 1,500 Yanomami on the Brazilian side of the forest have
died from exposure to new diseases brought in by the miners. Meanwhile, senior officers in the
Brazilian military have made it increasingly clear that they view domestic and international efforts
to protect the Amazon as a threat to national security. For example, they have criticized the notion
of self-determination and the provision of special constitutional protections for indigenous groups
like the Yanomami as an attempt to undermine Brazilian sovereignty. Linking these sentiments to
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the recent Yanomami massacre, Gen. Ivan Moacyr da Frota who recently retired from the military
to pursue his candidacy in the 1994 presidential elections told daily newspaper O Globo: "There
is a great deal of international pressure to make us [Brazilians] look like Indian killers in order to
justify future intervention in our country." (Sources: Notimex, 08/23/93, 08/25/93; New York Times,
08/19/93, 08/21/93, 08/23/93, 08/26/93; Associated Press, 08/21-25/93; Spanish news service EFE,
08/21/93, 08/22/93, 08/24/93, 08/25/93; Agence France-Presse, 08/22-25/93)
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